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Teacher professional learning: 
developing with the aid of technology 
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Abstract. Education is a field that constantly changes, which dictates the need for 
continuing teacher professional learning and development. Teacher professional 
learning and development can be divided into two categories: formal learning/ 
development and informal leaming/development. This paper focuses on the 
experience of the presenters as coordinators of a large language section in a tertiary 
education institution, as this gave them the chance to develop professionally through 
informal learning, without attending any fonnal training sessions. Both coordinators 
did not have any previous experience in coordination, but they decided to keep a 
positive outlook on challenges and weaknesses, turning them into opportunities 
and strengths with the aid of technology. The experience of coordination will be 
presented using a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats/challenges 
(SWOT) framework of analysis. The present paper will report on this experience 
and how it helped the presenters develop professionally, and will also discuss the 
role of the use of online tools in the process. 

Keywords: continuing professional development, CPD, informal learning, SWOT, 
technology. 


1. Introduction 

The current project is an example of informal learning, reflecting on the experience 
of the authors as coordinators of a large language section in a tertiary educational 
institution in Cyprus. The authors assumed coordination duties in July 2014 and 
decided to take a reflection in-action and reflection-on-action approach in order 
to collaborate in the best possible way so that they could carry out their duties as 
coordinators. The application of the SWOT framework enabled them to formally 
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examine their experience and reflect on their own professional development 
through informal learning. 


2. Literature review 

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) has been defined in the literature as 
“a commitment by members to continually update their skills and knowledge in 
order to remain professionally competent and achieve their true potential” (CAE, 
n.d.). In education, CPD carries connotations of teacher quality, reflecting on the 
quality of learning received by students (Borg, 2015). UNESCO (2014) proclaims 
that “an education system is only as good as its teachers” (p. 9), stressing the need 
for CPD in order to improve teaching and learning. 

When CPD is cited in the literature, it is often linked to obvious examples of 
structured learning, such as seminars and conferences (see, for example, Villegas- 
Reimers, 2003). While these are excellent examples of CPD, there are also other, 
not so obvious activities which count as well, such as sharing and collaborating 
with colleagues, private study etc. CPD can be divided in two categories: formal 
and informal learning. For the purposes of the current paper, we will follow the 
definition provided by Levenberg and Caspi (2010, p. 324 ): 

Formal learning is learning supported by an educational or training 
institution, structured [. . . and] controlled by a teacher or a guide, resulting 
in a certificate. 

Informal learning is not supported by an educational or training 
institution. It is controlled primarily by the learner. 


3. Method 

The coordination project was conducted over a period of two years, starting 
in July 2014 and ending in August 2016. A SWOT framework was employed 
to identify and analyse the internal and external factors that can influence the 
viability of the project, following Rouse (2013). The SWOT analysis focuses on 
the following four elements: Strengths (S), Weaknesses (W), Opportunities (O) 
and Threats/challenges (T). Rouse (2013, para. 3) defines them as follows: 
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• Strengths: the internal attributes and resources that support a successful 
outcome. 

• Weaknesses: the internal attributes resources that work against a successful 
outcome. 

• Opportunities: the external factors the project can capitalize on or use to 
its advantage. 

• Threats/Challenges: the external factors that could jeopardize the project. 

The English section is the largest language teaching unit at the Language Centre of 
the University of Cyprus. Over 2000 undergraduate students from 22 departments 
register to around 100 courses every year. Approximately 20 instructors (both full- 
time and part-time) teach the various English courses that are currently on offer (13 
different courses, English for academic purposes and English specific purposes). 

The coordinators of the English section work closely with the various university 
services in terms of scheduling and allocating courses, overseeing courses 
and course supervisors, establishing communication within and outside the 
section, examining and granting course equivalences/exemptions and generally 
dealing with any issues relating to the English section. The current authors had 
no previous experience in coordination, but nevertheless made a choice to see 
this as an opportunity to develop professionally by keeping a positive outlook 
on threats/challenges and weaknesses and turning them into opportunities and 
strengths during this coordination project. 


4. Results 

4.1. Strengths 

The authors identified the following strengths on which they could rely throughout 
the duration of their coordination: (a) they both had previous experience as course 
supervisors which helped them understand the structure of the section in depth as 
well as the characteristics each role had i.e. the role of the supervisors and the role 
of the coordinators; (b) they both had long teaching experience at the University 
of Cyprus which translates into in-depth knowledge of not only the structure of 
the English section and the courses it offers but also the structure of the Language 
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Centre and the University of Cyprus; (c) they collaborated well with each other on 
various projects; (d) they have good organisational skills; (e) they are both adept in 
using technology; (f) they are both highly motivated individuals who always strive 
for the best possible outcome in whatever endeavour they follow, and finally (g) 
they are very keen on reflective practice as a means of developing professionally. 

4.2. Weaknesses 

In undertaking coordination, the researchers identified the project’s weaknesses so 
that they could approach them in the most effective way. First of all, a mentoring 
scheme was not in place, which means that the new coordinators needed to 
familiarize themselves with the task at hand on the job. Secondly, they had to deal 
with heavy teaching workloads. Moreover, there is a lot of paperwork involved in 
the coordination of a section of this size. Finally, there was lack of online databases. 
To deal with all these issues the use of technology was adopted, which helped make 
tasks less time-consuming, assisted online collaboration, supported the creation 
of online databases, and helped support each other throughout the duration of the 
coordination. 

4.3. Opportunities 

As aforementioned, the authors undertook the project with a positive outlook and the 
determination to turn weaknesses into strengths and challenges into opportunities. For 
example, they saw an opportunity to create an online database for the accreditation 
of external exams which would make the process easier for those involved (students, 
coordinators, administrative staff). They also took the initiative to create databases 
for syllabi, to develop handbooks for the English language instructors, to revise the 
descriptions of the English language courses in collaboration with colleagues. They 
collaborated with all the departments of the university closely to improve the existing 
schedule. Furthermore, they suggested the establishment of a mentoring scheme for 
new coordinators. They increased sharing and collaboration with colleagues through 
the use of technology. Finally, they increased the visibility of the English section with 
their active participation in events and conferences, as well as with their involvement 
in the organisation of events and conferences. 

4.4. Threats/challenges 

The challenges faced during the coordination project included budget constraints 
and tight deadlines. These external factors are commonly found in Higher Education 
institutions (see, for example, Yuan & Powell, 2013 on budget constraints). 
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4.5. The role of technology in the SWOT 

The application of technology during the coordination project made it feasible 
for the coordinators to collaborate efficiently, enabled them to reflect upon their 
work, kept them motivated, and helped them be organised. The tools used were the 
following: Dropbox, with which the authors collaborated in creating and editing 
the materials relating to the coordination of the section; Viber, Skype and emails 
for their communication; Microsoft Office (especially Excel and Word) for data 
analysis, development of materials, and creation of databases; and an online shared 
calendar to organise and manage tasks. 


5. Conclusions and reflections 

The authors, upon reflection through the application of the SWOT framework, 
came to realize that in dealing with weaknesses and threats/challenges, they should 
be well-informed in order to both pursue what was best for the English section but 
also to be able to work together on the various issues at hand. Especially in relation 
to weaknesses, it became evident that hard work was needed in order to be able to 
execute their duties well, it was also apparent that they needed to make suggestions 
to improve the situation in the future, for example they made a suggestion for a 
mentoring scheme for future coordinators. When it comes to threats/challenges, 
the authors realized that they needed to be informed on the policies and regulations 
pertaining to the budget issues and deadlines. 

Following a reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action approach during the 
coordination project, the authors were successful in developing themselves 
professionally through informal learning. Following this approach, they took 
numerous initiatives to improve practice and to create a more efficient working 
environment for themselves and their section during their coordination. The role of 
technology in this was paramount, as it supported them in creating an online space 
where they could work collaboratively to coordinate the English section. 
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